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THE BRIDGES OF MY LIFE*
The summer our son David turned three years old, he fell in love with bridges. The first of July found us
driving from Takoma Park, Maryland to Silver Bay, New York, and there were lots of bridges along the way.
At the end of our vacation, we had decided to stop by and visit relatives on Long Island to break the long
trip back to Maryland, and again there were plenty of bridges, until finally way past everyone's bedtime, we
crossed over to Long Island and my husband had four tired children, a harassed wife, a nervous dog, and the
Long Island Expressway to deal with. "When is the next bridge, Mom?" David asked.
"There aren't any more bridges, sweetheart," I
answered. "We're nearly at Uncle Art and Aunt
Betty's now."
He began to cry. "Just one more bridge, please, Mom,
just one more bridge."
There was no way I could convince him that there
were no more bridges on the route-that I was not
just being contrary. After all a three year old still
believes that a parent has the power to produce anything his heart desires. But I couldn't convince him,
and for the last few miles that night, he was in tears,
begging me for just one more bridge. We all tumbled
into bed, exhausted. I was still thinking about
David-how he somehow thought I could conjure
up a bridge and throw it up in the path of our car
whenever I chose. When would he learn that I was
an ordinary human being, lacking magical powers?
It was then that I remembered. Early the next day I
could give him a bridge, and not just any old bridge.
The next day I could give him the Verrazano Bridge.
I could hardly wait.
Of course, when I think of bridges I think of this old
family story of David and his love of bridges. I did
not dream when David was three that six years later
I would write him a book about a bridge. Indeed,
when David was three, my first novel was just
beginning to make the rounds of publishing houses.
It would be four more years before it was in print.
No doubt I would have been much more successful
as a writer if I'd caught on earlier to the fact that
bridges are a literary goldmine. The bridge book
should have come first-I would have been saved so
many years of rejections, if only I'd thought to name
it something like-well, say, The Bridges of Montgomery County, or something close to that. Well, too
late. But not too late to think about my work and
yours in the imagery that bridges provide.
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When our now fifteen-year-old granddaughter was a
toddler, John and I went out to visit. Our daughter
Lin's sister-in-law entertained us all at their newly
acquired home. We had a grand tour of the old
farmhouse which was still in the process of renovation and then we took a walk over the several acres
adjoining. I was holding my two year old granddaughter by the hand, talking to other family adults,
when suddenly I felt her tug loose. I looked up and
the sight made me grab Margaret and quickly swing
her up on my hip. We had come to a rocky gorge six
or eight feet deep. With Margaret still struggling to
get down I looked to see the wreckage of a concrete
bridge. A severe storm earlier in the summer had
filled the gorge with rushing water, strong enough to
take out a reinforced concrete bridge. There was no
longer any way to cross to the rest of the property.
Margaret, like any lively two year old, was fascinated by the chasm and kept trying to wiggle out of
my grasp, trying to get over to the edge to look down.
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I kept thinking about that gorge. How would Larry
and Carol be able to afford a new bridge? Who would
build it? And would a new bridge be adequate for the
next storm or the next?

In the years since that day I've talked to teachers
from all over our country as well as teachers of the
island nations of the South Pacific, Asia, Europe,
Canada, Latin America and Africa. And all of us
who care about the education of the young seem to
be standing on the edge of a deep gorge where the
bridges have either washed out or seem due to go in
the next big storm. Those bridges teachers used to
count on-family backing, community respect, and
political support-don't seem to be there any longer.
It's not simply that the money to build has disappeared, the vision of what society owes its children
seems to have washed away as well. "We don't
have any more money for education!" the harrassed
taxpayers cry. ''You don't need any more money," the
know-everything politician declares. "The problem
lies with you. It doesn't take money to cross this
chasm. It takes better teachers. Jump. That's what
old lady Whitsit who taught me in the fifth grade
would have done. Any of you who can't make the leap
shouldn't be in education in the first place." In the
recent debate over the stimulus package there were
politicians who truly seemed to believe that money
for education was pork.
And so year after year educators stand at the edge
of the precipice, not only unable to cross over, but
trying desperately to keep the children in their care
from falling to the rocks. "We're not magicians!" I
hear teachers protesting. "How do you expect us to
teach more and more with less and less?" "These are
your children, too. Don't you care whether they make
it across or not?"
There are plenty of those who come forward to tell
us how the bridge should be built. The trouble is
their ideas of what makes an adequate bridge are
likely to be quite different from your own. And even
though they know exactly how it ought to be done,
they aren't usually willing to exert any effort or
money into making it happen. No, building bridges
for children has not been for many years a respected
occupation in society as a whole. Sad, but it shouldn't
surprise us in a society which has so little regard for
children.
Let's face it-no matter how deep the chasm and
scarce the resources, we who care about children

FALL

have been left to do the job. Like it or not, we are the
bridge builders.
I was speaking in a junior high not far from where
my parents had lived for nearly thirty years. I had
already had a telephone conversation with those in
charge of the visit and had explained to them very
carefully that I abhored the celebrity madness of our
society which makes children think they are nobody
unless they appear on television or their picture is in
the newspaper. "I don't want to feed into that sickness," I said. "So I'm happy to come on the condition
that I speak with a small group of students, no more
than a classroom-sized number-students who have
read my books and want to talk about them. I want
to come as a person who loves books to talk with
other people who love them too. They don't have to
love my books particularly, just be interested enough
in them to want to talk about them. I don't come to
prove to an auditorium full of wiggling kids that I am
a real live person. They'll be expecting a celebrity,
and let's face it, when they see me, they'll be sorely
disappointed." I thought everything was set, and it
wasn't until I was in the car on the way
to the school that the driver said, "Oh, by the way,
we weren't able to arrange things just the way you
asked. We had planned for you to speak only to the
gifted and talented group which would be about fifty
fifth, sixth, and seventh graders. But," she was very
apologetic, "the special education teacher heard you
were coming and she simply bullied the librarian
into letting her bring her entire class to your presentation."
So there I was with seventy-some fifth, sixth, and
seventh graders to enthrall. Much to my relief,
things seemed to go all right. Most of the questions were of the ordinary-How many books have
you written? and How long does it take to write a
book?-variety. But there was one boy in a hooded
red sweat shirt sitting several feet away from everyone else who was giving extraordinary attention to
everything I said.
He hung around until after the children had been
dismissed and then siddled up to me. "Who is Gilly?"
he asked. "Tell me the other stories about her, the
ones that didn't get into the book."
It was one of these times when you know the real
question hasn't been asked yet, and I strained to
understand what the boy in the red sweat shirt really
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wanted to ask me. But before I could figure it out, the
librarian gently interrupted our exchange to tell the
boy that he had to go back to class. "Mrs. Paterson
has to leave, too," he said. When the boy was out of
earshot the librarian explained that Eddie was the
middle school's Gilly-except for the intelligence.
He was a member of the special education class and
one of the school's most troubled students- unable
or unwilling to read or write-battling authority at
every turn, hating everything to do with school. Then
his teacher had read Gilly aloud to the class, and suddenly something happened to Eddie. He had fallen
in love. He who had never before willingly opened a
book to anyone's knowledge was wild about a book.
It was for Eddie's sake that the special education
teacher had demanded that her class come to hear
me. She knew that there wasn't a child in that school
that cared more about Gilly Hopkins than Eddie
did. She believed he had a right to be a part of that
session.

I thought about Eddie for days. Here was a real-live
Gilly who approved of my fictional one. It was better
than having a Japanese like The Master Puppeteer.
So, I wrapped up a hardcover copy of the book which
was all that was in print at the time and mailed it to
Eddie in care of the librarian. Even if Eddie couldn't,
wouldn't read it, he would own a book that he loved.
And that would be one for our side, wouldn't it? Just
the week before Gilly won the National Book Award,
I got a letter from Eddie, which, with his permission,
I read as part of my acceptance speech in Carnegie
Hall. This is what Eddie wrote:
Dear Mrs. Paterson,
Thank you for the book "The Great Gilly
Hopkins." I love the book. I am on page 16.
Your friend al ways
Eddie Young
But Eddie didn't stop on page 16. He read the book
at least four times before he went on to Bridge to
Terabithia. He also read other books by other writers. He especially liked the Ramona books by Beverly
Cleary.
I don't know the name of that special education
teacher, but I know that she was a bridge builder
of the highest order. Eddie would have never found
Gilly on his own. He would never have crossed from
belligerent illiteracy to joyful literacy except for that
bridge she built for him by reading a book aloud and
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battling for his right to learn more about the one
thing he had come to care about.
I love the story of Eddie because it was my book the
teacher used, but other teachers have used other
books to make a bridge for a child. I have another
story about a different book which takes place
closer to home. It is about our daughter Lin and is
also used with permission. Lin came to us from an
orphanage in Hong Kong when she was two years
old. She had been found on a street of the city by a
policeman and taken to the orphanage when she was
about three weeks old. Hers is a long, complicated,
and ultimately very happy story, but I just want to
zero in on one part of her growing up.
We began to read to her, of course, as soon as she
came into our family. We talked to her, but she was
slow to speak to us (although we could overhear her
teaching her baby brother to speak behind their
bedroom door) and she did not begin to read until
she began school (unlike her brother who could read
fluently by the time he enrolled in kindergarten).
Still she began to read quite normally at the age of
six and as far as I could tell was reading as well as
most of her classmates until suddenly when she was
eight years old she stopped reading. If I'd ask her to
read to me, she'd begin to cry and say, ''You know I
can't read."
We tracked it down to the third grade reading
teacher who, for reasons I cannot fathom, had
convinced a number of children in the class that they
did not know how to read. We tried to have Lin taken
out of the class. We even (and in those days, we had
no money for such) we even went to a child psychologist who sent a written recommendation that Lin be
taken out of the class. Nothing worked. So we said
to Lin-"We know you can read. You know you can
read. If Mrs. E. doesn't know it, that's her problem,
not ours. We can't get you into another class, so just
try to be brave and we promise you, you'll never have
to be in her class again."
Well, Lin somehow got through the third grade and
went on to do well in school, but Mrs. E.'s legacy
was that she never read anything that she wasn't
absolutely required to. Even ifl handed her a recipe
to read aloud to me while I was preparing something,
she'd take the book and hand it over to her brother.
This went on for seven years. I was still reading
aloud to the children, and Lin would come and
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listen, but as far as I could see, she never voluntarily
opened a book.
Then when she was a sophomore in high school,
one of the required books was Catcher in the Rye.
It was as though someone had lit a fire inside her.
"Mom," she said. "It's the strangest thing. I can't get
this book off my mind. I'm just living in it while I'm
walking down the halls at school. It's like I've turned
into another person. And I'm just reading a book."
Suddenly she turned and looked at me as though she
were seeing me for the first time. "What's it like for
you, writing a book?"

Reginald nodded.
"See, Reginald," the teacher said gently. "That's what
I was trying to explain to you the other day. You
can use writing to deal with your feelings. To figure
things out for yourself."
"That's what writers are always doing," I said.

"It's just like that," I said. "Just like that."
Suppose that high school English teacher had been
scared off by those who battle to take Catcher in the
Rye out of the curriculum? Would my daughter have
ever crossed into joyful literacy? Would she have gone
to college? Would she have married a young man
who is a high-school English teacher with a passion
for books? Would I have those two wonderful granddaughters who as teen-agers are still great readers? I
don't know. Anyhow, I'm grateful to that teacher.
At an inner-city middle school in Louisville, Kentucky, a teacher came up to me between sessions
with a most unhappy looking young man who was
taller than she was. "Ask Mrs. Paterson your question, Reginald," she urged.
Reginald wouldn't look me in the eye, but he did
manage to mumble out his question. "I want to know
how come you wrote Gilly Hopkins," he said.
Those of you who know me well will be relieved to
know that I did not take the time to tell him the
story in full detail. He might well have grown a
beard waiting. But I did tell him that I wrote it
because my husband and I had been asked to serve
as temporary foster parents and, although I thought
I was at least an average mother of our own four
children, I felt I had flunked out as a foster mother.
When I asked myself why, I heard myself saying
things like: "Well, I can't deal with that problem,
they'll only be here for a few weeks" or "Thank
goodness, they'll only be here for a few weeks." And
what I was saying, what I was doing, was treating
two human beings as though they were disposable.
People aren't disposable."
Reginald gave me a quick look as though to check out
whether or not I was on the level.

FALL

"That's why crimes are committed-that's why wars
are fought-because one person or one group of
people think somebody or some group of people are
disposable. So", I said, "I wrote the book to figure out
the kind of person I might be if I felt other people
thought I was disposable."

"Reginald has a lot of really tough problems to face,"
his teacher said. "We've been talking about how he
can do that. I told him I thought writing about them
might help."
"That's what I do," I said.
And the amazing thing I have learned, time after
time, is this: when I am willing to give the deepest
part of myself whether admirable or not, readers are
able to respond to what I have written from their
own deepest core. The year 2000 was a bridge into a
new millennium, but for me it was a
bridge into my other worlds. At Easter time my husband and I went to Winston- Salem, North Carolina
where I had lived from 1941 to 1946. I stood in front
of the massive columns lining the front porch of the
Calvin H. Wiley School and looked down across the
playground which was the scene of many of my most
horrendous childhood memories. They say childhood
settings shrink with age. Not mine. That playground
was even larger that I remembered. It was so
enormous, in fact, that the city had built a whole
other school at the lower end which seemed hardly to
invade the playground at all.
A few weeks later, I went to Lovettsville, Virginia
for a reunion of the sixth grade class I taught in
1945-55, my first year out of college. These children, now grandparents themselves, were part of
the inspiration for Lark Creek School in Bridge to
Terabithia. Except, as I have always said, they were
all Jesse Aarons. When one of those sixth graders
finally caught up with me and asked if I would come
to a reunion of the class if she could arrange one, I
jumped at the chance. I took with me their school
pictures which I had kept for 45 years. "I can't
believe you kept our pictures," Suzy said. "I can
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believe I kept them," I said. "I just can't believe I was
able to find them."

women calling out to neighboring women on nearby
boats.

And then, that June I went to Beijing to launch the
Hans Christian Andersen Award Series of books
which Hebei Children's Publishing House had
envisioned and handsomely published.

We were in Huai'an before I realized it. The massive city walls that predated the Christian Era had
been torn down after the Revolution. Now the city
sprawled like a great country town, the main streets
wide and bustling with cars. There was little to
remind me of the ancient walled city of my childhood.

When the editor, a Mrs. Zhang, first approached me
about the proposed series, I replied immediately and
enthusiastically. Yes, I wanted books of mine to be a
part of the project, and, yes, I would plan to come to
China to help launch the series when the books were
ready. "What you probably do not know," I said in my
fax, "is that I was born in Jiangsu, and, therefore, it
means a great deal to me to know that my books will
be read by children in the land of my birth." "When
you come to China," Mrs. Zhang replied, "we will
take you home."
At the close of the conference which followed the
launching of the series, Leena Maissen, the executive director of the International Board of Books for
Young People, Mrs. Zhang, my daughter Lin who
had come along for the adventure, and I took an
early morning flight to Nanjing. We were met at the
airport by a guide, a driver, and an ancient Volkswagen van. We boarded the van and headed Northeast
across the city. Our guide said the great bridge we
were crossing had been called one of the ugliest
bridges in the world, but to me whose memory of
travel in Jiangsu was of days on crowded river
boats and tiny canal barges, the long Yangtze River
bridge in Nanjing looked quite wonderful. Of course
the modern bridge was younger than I am and the
superhighway much younger, but when we had to
make a detour onto an almost one lane country road,
I was almost back to the China of my childhood.
It was the 29th of May. The harvest of spring wheat
was complete. Our Volkswagen bus drove over
sheaves, the road being the only place available
for winnowing the grain. The fields were already
flooded, and while some farm families were in the
-roadway pitching the wheat into the air, others
were planting rice seedlings in the paddies. Now
and then a farmer could be spotted behind a rotortiller, but just as often it was a water buffalo that
powered the plow in the compact fields. After three
hours, we came to a bridge that took us across the
Grand Canal. The houseboats looked just like the
ones I remembered, the same washing hung out
to dry above the deck, the fishing gear stowed, the
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I had asked myself many times before that day, Why
am I going back? It has been 63 years since I was
there and nearly 60 years since my father was there.
There will be no one alive that even remembers my
family . And here I was taking Ms. Maissen, Mrs.
Zhang, and my daughter Lin to a town far off the
tourist track in search of something or someone
that was in all probability no longer there. And yet,
driving through those fields and crossing over the
ancient canal, I truly felt that I was going home.
At last we arrived in Huai'an. The young pastor
of the city's Christian Church asked, through our
interpreter, ''What do you wish to see?" I explained
that I knew that my old home and courtyard no
longer existed, and that I knew it had been many
years since any of my family had been in Huai'an,
but I was hoping that there might be someone there
who remembered my parents. "There is an old pastor
here who remembers your father," the pastor replied.
In the courtyard of the old West Gate church where I
had sometimes gone as a child, there was an old man
seated in a wicker chair. He looked almost blind, and
I wasn't sure at first what he remembered, but at
last he began to talk. "There were four families," he
said. Since I knew of only three, it took me a moment
to recall that the first American family to come to
the city had left before I was born. "Your parents
were the youngest, " he continued. "Your father had
one leg." I knew then it was indeed my father he was
remembering. "I called him Big Brother Wong," he
said. "When your father finally had to escape, I was
the one who found him a boat. So many years," he
shook his head. "So much has happened." And then
he began to weep.
Just then a white-haired woman came bouncing in on
a cane. She spotted me at once and sat down beside
me. "We lived behind the same gate!" she exclaimed,
thumping her chest. "My father and your father were
best friends. They did everything together!" It was
impossible. It could not be Mr. Li's daughter. I asked
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her name, and still unsure, I had her write it down
and the interpreter transliterated it into the English
alphabet. It was indeed the daughter of my father's
best friend who, as a teenager, had played with us
children when we were small. "I saw you here and
I thought I was seeing your mother." I do look like
my mother, though in 2000 I was 25 years older
than Mother was the last time Miss Li saw her. She
asked about my brother and sisters and
shook
her head to think that the children she'd played with
were now grandparents. "Decades and decades have
passed," she said.
We spoke of our fathers. Hers had suffered through
war and had been taken away in the first Communist purge after the Revolution. My father grieved
for his friend until his own death. Miss Li and I wept
together over our fathers' pain and then laughed
with joy that after all these years two of their children could meet. Weeping and laughing with Pastor
Fei and Miss Li, I had truly come home again.
Why am I taking you all the way back to Huai'an?
Because my journey from the ancient world of Asia
to the new world of the Americas, which is as long
and ungraceful as the Nanjing Yangtze River Bridge,
begins there in the love and utter security I knew
within the walls of our courtyard- the people who
talked with me and played with me and read to me
in two languages.

In a letter which my father wrote to his mother when
I was not quite two, he says of me: "I can't remember
the other children talking as much as Katherine.
The Chinese say they don't know any Chinese child
who talks as much as she does." I can imagine his
bemusement, this rather quiet man, trying to figure
out what will become of a child who won't stop talking in either of her native languages.
The summer before I turned five, Japan invaded
China. Twice during the next three years we were
ordered to return to the land my parents called
home. I was frightened by the war, and I wanted
America to be my home. But America was not my
home. It was a foreign country to me. And I seemed
quite alien to my classmates. They made fun of my
clothes, my accent, and the country I loved best. I
realize that the seeds of some of my best writing go
back to those unhappy times, but I can't recall once
saying to my forlorn little self, "Cheer up, little girl,
someday you're going to make a mint out of all this
misery."

FALL

While the Calvin H . Wiley School's classrooms and
playground were places of terror for me, the school
library was my sanctuary. If at first I had no friends,
the librarian gave me hundreds of friends living in
the books on the library shelves. My book friends
never made fun of me, never bullied me. They gently
helped me to understand myself. They also helped
me to become more understanding of other people.
Books became, then a bridge for me. They helped
me cross the divisions between myself and the world
around me. They even helped me cross into other
worlds I could not see. I remember how comforted
I was, reading The Secret Garden to find a heroine
in exile from the land in which she had been born.
I was like Mary Lennox, and with her I was able to
find friends, and move past loneliness and anger into
the magic of a garden. When I am asked what my
goal as a writer might be, my answer is this: I want
someday to write a book that will do for a child what
The Secret Garden did for me nearly seventy years
ago.
Another story. It's one I've told before, but then, at
my age, all my stories have been told before, maybe
several times before. Anyhow, this is a true story
about a friend of mine. I'm going to call him Walter,
though that is not his real name. Walter began life
in a family of modest means in a city on the East
Coast- father, mother, then two younger brothers.
Walter, a lively child, was less than enchanted with
school, but somehow he scraped through the boring
days, investing a minimum of effort. Life may not
have been wonderful for Walter, but it was okay, it
was normal. Then suddenly, one day, Walter's life
turned upside down. His father walked out, leaving
his mother with no marketable skills and three small
boys to care for.
It was a time when the job market was flooded with
veterans returning from World War II. Women who
had worked to support the war effort, left their jobs
and went home to be the perfect housewives and
mothers of the fifties. But Walter's mother had to go
to work. There was of course no child care system in
place in our country- proper stay-at-home mothers
didn't require it. Nor was there any government
effort in place to track down dead beat fathers and
force them to pay child support.
It isn't hard to imagine what Walter's mother went
through, working at whatever jobs she could find,
worrying all day about what her three little boys
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were doing, worrying all night about how she was
going to feed them and clothe them and keep a roof
over their heads.
As summer approached her worry increased. Even
though the city streets might have been less dangerous in the fifties than they have become, she was a
good and caring mother who didn't want her children
running loose all day long. So when she heard about
a farm out from town where the farmer and his wife
took children in for the summer to give them three
months of fresh air and good food at no cost- oh,
the children would be expected to help out with the
chores, but they'd want to, wouldn't they? - when
she heard about this opportunity, she jumped at the
chance. As soon as school was out, Walter and his
two little brothers went to spend an idyllic summer
in the country.
You are already anticipating trouble. The farmer was
a stern taskmaster. He expected the children to work
and work hard. Quite soon Walter's lively, not to say
rebellious nature, landed him in trouble.
Punishment was called for. And punishment the
farmer decreed was to be locked up alone in the
gloomy attic of the old farmhouse. Now we imagine
an angry, homesick, apprehensive child climbing the
dark staircase, hearing the door at the bottom slam
shut and the key turn in the lock.

It is summer, so there is still a little light coming
from the small window. I don't know if Walter is
crying, if he is, it is probably tears of anger, but
eventually, like any prisoner, he begins to look about
his prison. And he sees that he is not alone. The
farmer has also exiled to the attic Charles Dickens
and Jane Austen, Mark Twain and Robert Louis
Stevenson, Harriet Beecher Stowe and John Milton.
Walter takes down a dusty volume, carries it to the
window and begins to read.
During the rest of that otherwise dreadful summer, Walter contrived to get himself punished on a
regular basis. But by the next time he was exiled to
the attic he had managed to secure a flashlight for
himself, so that his reading would not have to stop
when the sun set.
He went back to the city and back to school. School
continued to bore him, and he was never more than
an indifferent student. Yet at the same time his
teachers were writing him off, Walter was hungrily
reading everything he could get his hands on. During
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those nights in that attic, the world had opened up
for him. He had learned that books could stretch his
mind and heart as nothing else and no one else had
ever done before. He could not get enough.
Those in authority were surprised when Walter, who
had exhibited no academic ambition in high school,
opted to take the scholastic aptitude tests that are
usually required for university admittance. When the
scores came out, Walter was called into the office. He
must have cheated. There was no other explanation
for his phenomenal score. He would have to take the
test again, but this time he would be doing so under
carefully monitored conditions. Walter repeated the
tests with a teacher standing over his shoulder and
again pulled down an astounding score.
Walter received his undergraduate degree and went
on to earn a Masters degree from Harvard University. He became an innovative and successful businessman, and, more importantly, a devoted husband,
father and grandfather- a man, not only of intelligence, but of wisdom, compassion and delightful good
humor. Despite a full and busy life, Walter still reads
widely and voraciously. "Books saved him," his wife
says simply.
Imagine for me a different scenario. Nine-year-old
Walter has climbed those attic stairs, but instead
of books, he finds piled by the window a set of
workbooks, a pile of standardized tests and a finely
sharpened number two pencil. Even if, out of boredom, he had filled in the blanks on every page of the
workbooks, even if, he had completed every test, can
we believe for a minute that doing so would have
enlarged and changed his life?
Or fast forward to our own times. Suppose a current
day Walter had climbed those attic stairs and found
a computer, already connected to the world wide
web. Yes, he might have come upon information to
expand his knowledge of the world, or he might have
stumbled into dark internet sites, manned by sick
and angry souls, who would seek to persuade him
that violence was the only way to combat the pain in
his young and impressionable spirit.
I am very grateful that the treasure hidden in the
attic was books-great books-wonderful stories-that
were for him a bridge from his sadly constricted
childhood to a full and productive adulthood. Nine
days after I returned from China, I went to New
York City to spend a week with 6th, 7th, and 8th
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grade students in a school in West Harlem where the
student body is overwhelmingly African American.
Several of the teachers had read my books when they
were children, so I was talking with two generations
of readers. One morning, waiting for the session to
begin, I sat looking at these beautiful young people.
On the surface we had almost nothing in commonthe color of our skins, the places of our birth, the
kind of homes we were born into, the sort of neighborhoods in which we lived out our early years. For
them the war that had devastated and changed my
life was a nearly forgotten chapter in a history book.
Why, they couldn't even remember when Ronald
Reagan was president. China, my first home, and
Japan, my adopted home, were distant shadows on
the other side of the globe.
Then the first question: "Why did you make Leslie
Burke die?" And I knew that as long and ungainly as
the bridge of my life had been, it had crossed what
many would assume to be an unspannable river.
I remember saying years ago that I had spent a good
part of my life trying to construct bridges. Usually,
my bridges have turned out looking much more like
the bridge to Terabithia-a few planks spanning a
nearly dry gully, than like the elegant Verrazano
Bridge that lies across the Narrows. But still as an

expatriate child I have seen so many chasms that
needed bridging-chasms of culture and of time, divisions of race and religion and class-that it seemed
to me might be bridged if only I could construct a
good enough bridge.
But the lesson that I have learned through these
years is that you really can't simply build a bridge
for a child, you have to become a bridge-you have to
lay yourself across the chasm.

In Educating Esme, Diary of a Teacher's First Year,
Esme Raji Codell talks about being personally vested
in her approach to teaching which is the belief that
much of teaching is sharing. "Sharing," she says,
"results in change, change is learning." So you and
I, teacher and writer are very much alike. We don't
build bridges for children so much as we become
bridges. In Esme's words, we become "personally
vested." We lay ourselves, all that we are, all that we
know, across the chasm. In that deep sharing from
the mind and heart, you reach out to your students,
I to my readers, with the hope-filled expectation that
they will respond from the deepest part of themselves, and together we can build a magical bridge,
no, better than that, a human bridge, joining mind to
mind, heart to heart, life to life.
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